by Philip Riccio
How do we motivate people to see more theatre?
That was the question that inspired Intermission, which was launched in late spring of 2016.
On its surface, Intermission is Canada's newest online theatre magazine. It tells the stories behind the stories on stage. But it's much more than another platform for the Q&As, previews, and reviews that make up the current theatre publicity tactics. It's a playground for artists, marketers, publicists, producers, and arts journalists to come together in search of the answer to that core question.
I founded The Company Theatre with Allan Hawco in 2004, and we produced our first show, Tom Murphy's A Whistle in the Dark, in January of 2005. Back then, everything about how we communicated with audiences was different, because a little thing called the Internet hadn't hit the mainstream yet. I can still recall ridiculous conversations we had trying to figure out what the heck a website was and whether we needed one. The reason our company still exists today is because of the success of that initial production, and that success can be directly attributed to the amount of media coverage we got in traditional, mainstream outlets. At that time, as a new independent company, the Holy Grail was to be recognized by traditional media, because that meant ticket sales.
Over the course of the last twelve years, things have changed. The Internet is now ever-present, and, understandably, most of us theatre artists have tried to understand how to best utilize it. We all have websites, email lists, social media accounts, and video trailers. We've adapted to these ways of communicating and work hard to stay on top of the newest platforms and technologies, which seem to be evolving more and more quickly. But as we focus our attention on keeping up and staying relevant, we've not thought much about the effect all this has had on traditional media, our most trusted and used avenue for communicating with our audience.
If Allan and I were launching The Company Theatre today, I don't think it would be possible to duplicate the instant impact we made in 2005. Not only do newspapers and other traditional media not hold the power they once did, but their business model is in crisis, which is leading to less and less theatre coverage as more and more theatre is being produced. I don't think it's hyperbolic to imagine a time when mainstream media outlets stop covering theatre altogether.
Admittedly, my experience is filtered through a Toronto lens, but I imagine it's the same all across Canada. Disappearing arts coverage is a major concern, and one we're all struggling with. But this period of drastic change also offers us an opportunity. We are creating art in a time where we can share all that we're doing on social media. We can attempt, individually, as artists, and as companies, to reach our audience ourselves. But we are stronger To steal a phrase from political rhetoric, we want to move closer to "communication independence." We don't want to rely solely on outside media to ensure that we can communicate with potential audiences. Although we hope that traditional media will continue to cover theatre, we can't ignore that the trend is moving in a negative direction. With Intermission, we hope to build a popular and sustainable online hub for audiences to learn more about the world and to be inspired to experience theatre.
To achieve this, we've identified the two areas of focus for all our content: information and inspiration. For someone to make the decision to buy a ticket to go see a play, they need both the relevant information about the show and some kind of insight that will spark their interest in the creator or the production. Since Intermission's launch, we've worked to publish content that achieves both these objectives. Intermission's content is curated and managed by our two editors-in-chief, May Antaki and Maija Kappler. Professional editors first and theatre enthusiasts second, May and Maija ensure all published pieces are of high quality: they work closely with each contributor to refine the idea, create narrative together, and our collective efforts can have a much larger impact. Intermission is an attempt to bring those voices together, to seize the opportunity, to fill the void left by the shrinking traditional media, and to revolutionize the conversation between artists and audiences.
No matter how necessary and useful traditional media has been-and still is-in helping us talk to potential audiences, it has always seemed a little absurd that we outsource this critical dialogue to non-theatre creators. Something was always lost in translation, and the conversation often reduced to preview articles that sounded the same and to reviews that reacted to months of work with not much more than "good" or "bad." I am a self-professed theatre geek; not many people love it as much as I do. Yet reading about shows in traditional media made me less inspired to see them, the exact opposite reaction the piece intended to invoke. The work of marketing is eerily similar to the work of making theatre itself. At its core, it's storytelling. The best journalism is infused with the same characteristics of great theatre: liveliness, expressiveness, intelligence. Our goal with Intermission is to harness the creativity and passion theatre artists put into the stories produced onstage to tell the stories that will inspire people to go see what those shows are all about. We give the reins to the artists Crowd at launch party for Intermission in November 2016 at the Artscape Sandbox in Toronto.
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Intermission and the Revolution of Audience Communication | VIEWS AND REVIEWS "Wrestling with 'Success,'" a brave, candid account from one of Canada's most celebrated actors about the difficulty of balancing creative fulfillment with financial stability, went viral-more than 10,000 people around the world read it the first week it was published. The success of that article and others since then have convinced us that we weren't crazy, that Intermission could have a strong readership and play an important role in the theatre community. Most recently, Megan Robinson's "Confessions from Theatre School," a young woman's reflection on how her years in an acting conservatory shattered her self-esteem, sparked an intense discussion about our post-secondary theatre training institutions. In its first week and a half, it had been read by over 15,000 people across the country and beyond.
Not only has the past year showcased the talent, intelligence, and creativity of theatre artists through their personal essays, it also gave birth to what Torontoist referred to as Intermission's first star columnist. Actor Tony Nappo writes a weekly column, "Nappoholics Anonymous," where he shares twelve thoughts, often including lessons he's learned working on stages and film sets across the country, tips for young actors entering the theatre world, funny anecdotes involving artists he's collaborated with, what it's like to live as an actor, and random musings and jokes about life, family, politics, art, and more. "Nappoholics" has proven to be a big hit with readers and has built a loyal readership that returns each week. It's the perfect example of content that taps into an artist's unique voice and provides entertainment, with the side effect of keeping theatre in the consciousness of readers.
On top of our artist-written articles, we've also published arts journalism, diving deep into theatre histories and issues, and monthly spotlights, focusing on the life and art of esteemed theatre artists. We've published conversations with artists, allowing them to speak freely, on the spot, about specific topics like the role an actor has in shaping new plays and exploring what diversity looks like in practice. We've published news pieces, covering current events, announcements, and hot topics. In addition to text, Intermission features video content, ranging from round-table conversations to comedic interviews.
From an information standpoint, we've partnered with TAPA's TOnight initiative to provide full production listings in the Greater Toronto Area. We publish a list of all shows opening and closing in the GTA each week and curate a weekly "Three to See," promoting three productions we recommend. Intermission does not currently have a reviewer, but we do link to all major reviews for Toronto and surrounding-area productions, and, as we continue expanding and begin to offer a larger variety of content, we plan to bring our own reviewer on board soon. And, to stay connected with what's happening outside of Toronto, we link to theatre articles from around the web.
Our first year has been extremely successful. We've had over 225,000 visitors to date, have received positive feedback from industry professionals and audience members, and have expanded our offerings accordingly. But we have only scratched the surface of what Intermission can be.
As we grow, we will continue to publish first-person articles written by artists, but we are augmenting our focus on arts journalism and news pieces, like production and casting announcements, which will help companies generate interest in their productions flow, and make the articles clear and easy to read. Always top of mind is the goal of having the article appeal to the wider audience, not just to industry insiders. But, in addition, each piece is crafted in a way so that it can stand alone, providing readers a valuable experience regardless of whether or not they are going to see the production being discussed. This means that even if an article is related to a show in Toronto, the topic-and the ensuing thoughts, challenges, or triumphs of the writer-is expressed in a way that anyone across Canada and beyond could enjoy, learn from, or relate to.
Our first year was spent working with artists to publish personal essays that we believed would be entertaining or insightful reads. The idea was twofold: to change artists' perception of what their role is in the promotion of a production, and to give theatregoers a chance to get to know the artists behind the shows they see. Artists shouldn't only be subjects, and they shouldn't be kept at a distance. The more present they are in the public conversation surrounding their work, the more interested a potential audience member will be in them and the art they create.
Our mission to drive more people to the theatre needs the support of the theatre community. In the past year, we have worked with over one hundred and fifty artists, publishing a wide range of articles on topics like what it means to be a "successful" actor, how to balance performing and parenting, the move toward gender-neutral roles in Shakespeare, and more.
The process of writing an article isn't easy for all artists. But a common refrain they hear from us is: "We're all storytellers." Theatre artists tell stories everyday, whether they're actors, directors, playwrights; whether they're designers or stage managers or artistic directors. Writing a magazine article is a different kind of storytelling, but our editorial team exists to help theatre storytellers capture their thoughts and emotions and to eloquently weave them into narratives on page. Early on, Christine Horne's article 
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well before opening night. We'll also be launching podcasts and expanding our video content.
Our long-term vision for Intermission is to be a one-stop hub for theatre audiences to get all the information and inspiration they're looking for. We will continue to learn about and listen to our readers in order to offer content that will have the desired effect: to get people out to see shows. Eventually, we want to expand Intermission across Canada. We'd love to have geographically tailored Intermission websites for every major theatre city in the country, including Vancouver, Edmonton, Calgary, Winnipeg, Montreal, Halifax, and St. John's. This network of sites would focus on theatre events and personalities that are unique to each individual city as well as share larger articles that touch on topics relevant to the entire country.
For Intermission to reach its full potential, we need as many people as possible in our corner. That includes theatre artists, but it also includes all marketing departments, publicists, arts journalists, and the rest of us-theatre practitioners and theatre lovers.
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It includes you, too. Yes, you. We want you to be able to find the information and inspiration you need to see your next theatre production, and to be part of the revolution.
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